Understanding theatre's 'reality'
One could argue that we are still in an essentialist paradigm, in which the 'real' in theatre is understood to be based on the intense, live relationship between actors and spectators. To say that theatre is, more than anything else, about the presence of flesh and blood is to say that what is natural (real, authentic, even divine) is superior to what is artificial. What strikes me is that, even today, when technology has become ubiquitous in theatre, this distinction has remained widespread. However, the binary is not only between technology (artificiality) and liveness (authenticity), but also between fiction and reality (theatricality vs performativity), though the latter has changed over the years. Contemporary theatre, at least in Quebec, no longer pretends to offer a total illusion of reality. Theatre is moving from immediacy and transparency to opacity. Immediacy allows spectators to experience their need for illusions: They presume that the theatrical apparatus is transparent and that they can trust what they see. Opacity works in a different way: It refers to the pleasure that spectators get when they see (or feel) the different processes of mediation involved in creating what goes onstage. It is about watching those processes interact with each other, putting the spectator's focus on how things are made. Theatre today no longer relies on immediacy to convince an audience that something is real (although it was always a pretense of illusion, a convention that was accepted by both actors and spectators). The opposition between the real and the artificial runs in opposition to the way that theatre works both with and against reality, as Marvin Carlson has argued. As he puts it, "the function of theatre has never been to provide an exact duplication of everyday life (as realism suggested) nor a pale, secondary, derived imitation of life (as Plato charged), but rather a heightened, intensified variation on life, not so much a mirror as an exploration and celebration of possibility" (33). Theatre, then, can and should explore the possibilities of reality instead of copying its modes. Therefore, if the (false) opposition between fiction and reality (on which the dialectic theatricality/performativity is founded) no longer exists, then "theatricality can admit to all those qualities that have historically been cited against it-that it is artificial, removed from everyday life" (33), since it shows voluntarily, for the viewer, the virtuosity of theatre, its artifice and its authenticity at the same time. Theatre is not intended to capture what happens in real life in an unmediated way; spectators should always remember that everything is a fiction, regardless of the effectiveness or the virtuosity of the illusion presented onstage.
For the past decade, many plays in Quebec have been presented as 'enigmas,' in which the story has no clear resolution. The spectator has to decide what the play is about from the different clues and pieces. That is the case with Cinq visages pour Camille Brunelle, in which the characters talk (a lot) about what they do, did, or will do, without ever actually doing anything. According to traditional definitions of drama, this lack of action would seem to undermine the value of the play. The meaning of the play, in other words, is rendered opaque. This opacity of meaning is caused by two elements: characters who speak to no one in particular (meaning that we can't really know who they are talking to, or what they are talking about) and lines of dialogue that don't belong in the conversation. For instance, the first scene shows every character (who are known only by numbers, not names) listing their tastes in music, movies, or literature. There does not appear to be any logic to the list except that they are trying to show they all have a massive range of artistic taste: As we'll see further, the spectator's role is crucial in deciding what is real and what is not, what is authentic and what is artificial. As Samuel Weber explains in Theatricality as Medium, the role of the audience (whether spectator, listener, or reader) is always fundamental: There is "a power of theatricality that is specific neither to theatrical representation as such, nor to narrative: the power of putting the other on the spot. The addressee is called upon to bear witness to a turn of events that as such can never be seen" (157). The importance of the audience becomes clearer 
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I speak, therefore I exist
Over five scenes (named "1" to "5," like the characters), Corbeil's play explores the means by which an 'I' is generated on social media through lies, overblown narcissism, and a competitive spirit that pervades every aspect of life. The play starts with a direct address to the spectators, which seems to indicate that dramatic time and representational time are the same: The characters' lines are not organized in any hierarchy, and their dialogue does not seem to operate according to any apparent logic. There is a general confusion about space: We never know if the dialogue is happening in the same space or if the characters are talking to each other via social media.
What we do know is that the characters share the same desires: to be heard, seen, and recognized by their peers, because otherwise their existence would be meaningless. Joël Birman calls this "presence and visibility as fundamental values … [because in] contemporaneousness, the position of the seen gives us a certainty of existence" 2 (Birman 41, emphasis added). In other words, existing in reality is not limited anymore to a proximity between bodies; it can also happen via social media. Thus, the opposition between reality and virtuality and the very definition of reality that proceeds from that opposition needs to be reconsidered. In staging this scene, director Claude Poissant decided to not show the pictures that are suggested by the dialogue in the script. Instead, a dozen pictures are hastily shown to suggest the sexual acts without showing anything overtly shocking or provoking; speech, in Corbeil's play, allows some transgressions that would be deemed excessive in pictures. This choice impacts the play's use of reality in two ways: On the one hand, it emphasizes the artificiality of speech (its openness to manipulation), as it contrasts these lines with those, earlier, that were backed up by a picture. On the other hand, the absence of a clear picture means that the speech acts are the only guarantees of the truth. We can never know when someone is lying or when they are using language as a source of invention in order to distinguish themselves from the others. Once again, the speech act presides over the action; these characters are profoundly interesting because they are voluntarily revealing themselves, but in an increasingly violent way. Whether what they reveal is real or not, the important thing is that they believe it to be or need it to be. That they reveal it more by speaking to the audience than by living it is a continual reminder to the audience that the 'real' viewed onstage is a construct.
Real words, real actions?
The radical way that Cinq visages pour Camille Brunelle undoes the opposition between reality and virtuality left some critics confused. Hervé Guay lost interest in the play because of how it "almost falls prey to a trashification of dramatic situations, with all the sex, drugs and violence that involves, which is a far . Others, such as Elsa Pépin, stated that the characters eventually understand "everything that's wrong in their lives." 5 For Luc Boulanger, the play ends on a "dramatic turn of events" and "everyone's life goes to hell." 6 These critics are supported by a specific interpretation of the play: The moment the characters' lives become 'trashy' is the moment that we, as spectators, have access to their 'real' self, including the repressed aspects they try to hide under a mask of happiness. In that interpretation, the drama invites the characters to progressively reveal themselves to one another as they stop lying about how their lives are wonderful. However, this reading of the play fails to recognize that the opposition between reality and virtuality is inconclusive. This can be seen in the story of the first night, when the characters all meet up in a bar, a story that is told multiple times, always with new or contradictory details. The first time, we hear:
One: Me whispering something to you.
What did I tell you exactly?
Five: Something rather obscene. (51) Later, this becomes:
Two: What did you say to him?
One: Why don't we get out of here?
Five: It was more like.
Why don't we get out of here? (58) In these multiple retellings, there is no authoritative version that reveals the 'reality' of the story.
In the third scene, the characters' lives begin to change while they try to one-up each other. That was also the case in the earlier scenes, but now the game has moved to showing off as the one who has the 'trashiest' life. Every story they tell each other is a way to show that their life is superior to the others', be it by knowing that Tarkovsky's Solaris is "the real version" of the movie (26), rather than the remake by Steven Soderbergh, or later by vying to commit the most violent murder:
Five: Me swinging my axe in the homeowner's head.
(Picture.) Four: Me shooting the customs agent's head off. (97) They might compete over different matters, but regardless of the subject (having good taste in art, attending parties, travelling, seeing historical landmarks, committing murder, or having a deviant sex life) the play brings the characters back to the same level at the end. In fact, we have no information to discern whether the 'trashy lives' are more real than the happy ones at the beginning. Furthermore, the downfall of the characters seems improbable, at least from a realist point of view. If FOUR kills a customs officer while FIVE chops up a homeowner before burying him in his own garden, then they couldn't possibly be at ONE's funeral in the final scene of the play. They should, by all accounts, be in jail or in hiding, not at a very public event.
This does not mean that I want to analyze the play in terms of its probability but rather that we cannot believe that what is underneath the characters' varnish is their 'real' nature. On the contrary, it's only another staging: The fiction they tell each other only hides the fiction of their very selves; there is no 'real' anymore outside of what the characters say and believe about themselves. The same can be said of ONE's suicide at the end of the fourth scene: Her death undeniably takes place, yet she is still there to comment on the events of her death in the fifth and final scene, mentioning her time at the morgue and at her own funeral, as we are shown pictures of these events. Her utterance is, yet again, impossible, and emphasizes its own artificiality. Even her friends can't agree on the meaning of past events as they talk about the party they described in the first act:
Two: Why is she laughing?
Three: She's laughing because we had so much fun.
The two of us.
Four: She's laughing because she thought the world was ridiculous … Five: She's laughing because she was happy to make a difference in the world (106) At the end of the play, the identities of the four remaining characters slowly blur with ONE's identity as they take on elements of her life: Three: I've had surgery.
(Picture.)
To have a nose like yours. (109) Thus, the transformation is complete, from "Thank you for coming to see us" (13), which the characters greet the audience with at the beginning of the play, to "Thank you for coming to see me" (115) in the final seconds. The five 'real' and supposedly different characters are now amalgamated into an all-encompassing 'onefragmented-in-four.' No identity is real; not even ONE's death is enough to make her unique: The others will still live for her, in lieu of her. In Cinq visages, the spectators have a joint responsibility for the reality that is created onstage. However, the situation is not realist: Corbeil's play is set in a confusing time and place; in the world of the play, only the language remains 'real,' or, rather, language is what mediates 'reality.' The language of this play mediates the 'reality' the viewer is presented with: what is 'real' for the characters and what they try to give an account of. Language, in contrast, shows how the transparency of verbal discourse is an effect, if not an illusion. As the last scene of the plays shows, some actions seem to have happened 'for real,' but the characters often contradict themselves and adjust their own stories to conform to the other's gaze. In Cinq visages pour Camille Brunelle, language alternatively clouds or reveals who these characters are, what they want, what they feel. It shapes and influences how the viewer sees, feels, and experiences these characters. Their situations are not synonymous with an aesthetic experience that is grounded in (or gives us access to) reality. In fact, the experience of this play is neither authentic or artificial, but always in-between, moving from one to another. 
